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OVER one hundred years ago Goethe in commenting on his
own and his sister's childish attitude towards Klopstock's
Messiah wrote: "Thus children and common people are
accustomed to transform the great and sublime into a sport,

and even a jest; and how indeed could they otherwise abide and
tolerate it."

Recently a patient gave me this history. It is greatly condensed
and the elements, gleaned in a number of visits, are rearranged into
a consecutive order.

A younger daughter, in a large family of girls, the patient at
twelve became her mother's helper. She was of a serious disposition.
In the close association with her mother she received direct and indi-
rect lessons aplenty in the value of chastity and in the shamefulness
of sexual looseness. As she talked of her mother the deep impression
these lessons made was quite apparent.

At eighteen the patient went into business with an older sister.
The business grew, there were branches in a number of cities.

At one period she was very closely associated with men. As
in some ways, she was an attractive woman she had offers of marriage
and offers, not untempting, of a position as mistress. These offers
were all refused; she went on with her work. She had been kissed,
fondled, sexually excited by a number of men but had never lost her
physical chastity.

At thirty-six she married. Her husband was just the man she
wanted. She was quite satisfied in every way.

After two years of married life the husband went to war. He was
a Frenchman and saw service for three years.

Finally, came Armistice Day. "It was the most terrible day of
my life." She was obsessed by a terrible feeling. She could not
understand herself. It was as though some kind of threat hung over
her. Then she began to sleep badly and have bad dreams. She
dreamed that her husband came home but his penis had been eaten
away by syphilis.

There were other details to the story but only one is of importance
as bearing on the present problem; she finally obtained a statement
from her husband of an affair with a woman in Germany while on
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leave after the Armistice. Because of this confession sexual relations
between the two had been practically discontinued.

Before the history was completed I started to explain something
of a sexual nature and was met with "Oh, don't talk about that stuff.
I know all about it. Why, my women friends say I know more
risque stories than any one." This was said with much feeling in
which contempt and ridicule were apparent.

The important elements of the history are: The early schooling
in the shamefulness of sexual laxity, the preservation of chastity until
thirty-six in spite of more than ordinary temptation, marital relations
for two years, the necessity of return to continence, the unexpected
reaction to Armistice Day and the mutilating dream.

The penchant for risque stories in a woman with this history may
be a matter of chance, but it seems to me it can be shown that the
stories serve a definite purpose.

The coincidental development of a sense of shame, the religious
impulse, and a repertoire of risque stories in the years from fourteen
to eighteen are well known.

Three qualities superficially so different as these developing in the
same atmosphere and from the same soil must have some close causal
relationship, else their differences would be mutually excluding.

There is enough in common between shame and religion and
between shame and risque stories to help bridge over the difference
between the three. From earliest infancy the child is being served
with lessons whose purpose is to teach him the wickedness, sinfulness,
weakness and general punishableness of giving in to sensuous desires.
The desires are the inevitable mental representations of the sexual
instinct. They arc bound to come in spite of all the lessons. The
consequence of the coexistence of the desires and an appreciation of
their wickedness is the creation of a sense of unworthiness in the mind
of the adolescent.

Along with the development of this sense of unworthiness runs
the development of an appreciation of the outside world. Competi-
tion gradually broadens, leading the child out into the world. With
this broadening of effort and sense of unworthiness or inadequacy
there is certain to be some effort made to find help in the solution of
the problems of life.

Religion has been taught both by direct and indirect means. It
deals with sin. ft claims all are sinners. It offers thus to spread a
cloak over the individual who is apt to fancy that only he is sinful
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and so include him among the rest, bring him back from his isolation.
It also claims boundless power to protect and reward.

All these ideas have been drawn temptingly before the eyes of the
young. Naturally, then, in his extremity the youth is going to try
religion. And this he does at about sixteen.

The choice occurs at this period because of several factors. The
child has gotten away from home. He has learned that his parents
cannot give him the sort of help he needs. The physical changes of
puberty have made it apparent to him that this primitive force goes
on its way regardlessly. Only a supernatural aid can be expected to
help him cope with it.

But religion is a fearsome thing. At least punishment and fear
of deity are plentifully stressed. And now the youth has one more
thing to fear. How is he going to meet it?

How has man always met fears of this intangible sort: Perhaps
always is a bit too strong a term, but at least on many and many an
occasion man has met fear with bravado. If there is no other way of
getting rid of ghosts oi intangible fears a laugh may serve.

Certainly no one can go on living in a constant state of appre-
hension. Those in this condition we call sick. They are neurotic.
They are forced to take places where the exposure is lessened. They
have to step down from their high ambitions. But if this fearsome
inadequacy comes to mind with fearsome religion as one of the choice
means of escape what is to happen?

What happened to the patient whose history stands above?
What does a great philosopher like Goethe say? "transform . . . .
into a sport and a jest, how could they otherwise abide and tolerate it."

The patient in order to maintain her chastity had to frighten
herself. She had to enlarge on the wickedness of sexual laxity. She
had to magnify the punishment to a degree that would overshadow
the temptation. She had to do her utmost to bring about a state
of reflex reaction in which temptation instead of leading to thoughts
of accomplishment would lead instead to thoughts of punishment:
fearsome thoughts.

It seems to me this conclusion is justifiable in the light of the
reaction on Armistice Day and the dream. Armistice Day meant her
husband was coming home, meant a resumption of sexual life. Accord-
ing to her statement their sexual life was perfectly satisfactory; she
had married just the man she wanted and their relations left nothing
to be desired. Why the reaction on Armistice Day?
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This reaction was described as an indefinable dread. From her
description it apparently had that intangible quality that makes a
fear patholgical. A normal or reasonable fear is one for which the
cause is clearly recognized and because of its reasonableness it is well
handled. When, however, a fear exists and the individual is more
directly concerned in denying the possibility of the cause for this
fear than he is in conquering the fear itself, then, of course, the cause
is not recognized. The fear is unreasonable. It must be met by
other than direct means. Hysterical symptoms and the state of
mind in phobias are examples of such means. Dreams may be also.
In this particular instance it is with a dream that she meets and
attempts to do away with the fear. The fear would disturb sleep.
If, however, her husband is so mutilated as to be no longer able to
arouse sexual desires in the patient then there is no further cause for
apprehension, sleep may go on and peace and contentment remain
undisturbed.

Assume for the moment the wish fulfillment function of the dream.
This dream can only mean that for some reason the patient wants her
husband so afflicted that he will be unable to have intercourse; in
fact, will be repulsive to her. Not only is his penis destroyed, but
it is destroyed by a disease long considered as a form of punishment
for sexual laxity. Syphilis will work still further in keeping the two
apart.

From this evidence it is safe to assume that this woman is afraid
of sexual excitement. How does she meet this fear? The expression
on her face as she said, "Oh, don't talk to me about that stuff," etc.,
certainly was meant to express a familiarity and contempt that
entirely belied the distress of Armistice Day and the dream. And
when she went on further to speak of her repertoire of risque stories it
seemed as though she supplied a connection between the two opposing
phases: the fear and the contempt.

To summarize: This woman was fearful of sexual temptation.
She was unconscious of her fear. The relation of a therapist to the
patient did not allow the writer to freely investigate the question as to
just when and why this fear developed. Furthermore, there is con-
siderable doubt in the writer's mind as to the episodic nature of this
development. Fear which is present in the human mind from earliest
infancy, as fundamental as an instinct, is attached to anything that
is made a matter of danger, a matter of sin and punishment, by parents
or other instructors. There are as many lessons given indirectly as
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directly and the indirect ones cannot be remembered with the dis-
tinctness of events.

There must be some way of meeting fear, this fear in particular.
There is the retreat from the world: the nunnery. There is early
marriage without too long a duration of the conflict between instinct
and education or morality. There is the strict chastity of the frigid
old maid who abhors and shrinks from all physical contact. And
there is such a means as Goethe recognizes.

It is in the last method that this patient found a solution of the
problem. She transformed into a sport and a joke that which she
could not otherwise have tolerated.

Prudery is a characteristic of the years fifteen to twenty. Overt
sexuality is abhorred. It is well nigh impossible for the youth to
adjust himself to the sensuousness inseparable from the function of
reproduction. There are many who make this adjustment without
outward sign of distress, but there are many others who need help.
To them the problem has elements of terror. To meet this terror
risque stories are developed, are listened to and told. That which
was a fear is spoken of as a joke and tension is eased.

This, then, is the role of the risque story.


